The evolution in my understanding of what happened in my classes meshed with
Sedgwick's own. Sedgwick comments that, over time, not only has her attention turned more directly to pedagogy, but "my classroom life has grown consistently more textured and relaxed" (1995, p. 3) . That statement resonated with me. I was interested too by her increasing scepticism about binaries, and by the trajectory she describes of the book itself, as she traces its decreasing emphasis upon shame: "By the end of the book, the positive affects (interest-excitement and, especially, enjoyment-joy, in Tomkin's schema) are much more involving" (1995, p. 21) . My original plan was that, given Marshall's strong interest in Tomkins and shame, my complementary presentation would focus upon Sedgwick and positive affect--thus, not coincidentally, giving me the pleasure of providing the happy ending to our discussion.
That plan changed, as did the talk's focus. The original title for this talk, in line with our early panel planning for 2010, was "Sublime Resistance and Ridiculous Shame: Silvan Tomkins, Eve Sedgwick, and the Classroom." The chiasmus of that somewhat ponderous title, like the implicit opposition of shame and joy I mentioned, point to a problem signalled by their neat binary assumptions. Further, one term inevitably becomes ascendant within such binaries and creates a temporal, causal dimension: shame turns to joy; shame is shamed by resistance. As I thought about some of the titles of my prior talks for the sequence in light of re-reading Sedgwick, I saw the same troubling balance of the scales that just re-created a problematic model: e.g., In her chapter, "Pedagogy of Buddhism," Sedgwick refers to research speculating that cats bringing "small, wounded animals into the house" are not proffering "a servile offering in the [human's] honor," not bestowing a "gift," but rather attempting to teach the human to hunt. This lesson is one few humans want to learn, any more than Marshall's students want to learn more about eating dead rats. The affective register of our desire not to know (or not to learn) marks, Sedgwick states, "another mistake about mimesis: the cat's assumption that we identify with it www.fae.unicamp.br/etd DOSSIÊ © ETD -Educ. Tem. Dig., Campinas, v.13, n.1, p.238-245, jul./dez. 2011 -ISSN 1676 -2592 240 strongly enough to want to act more like it (e.g., eat live rodents)" (1995, p. 153-154) . The analogy to the classroom is obvious, as Sedgwick points out. Our students sniff at what we put before them, while we all too often exhibit our disgust at what they in turn present us. "Perhaps their implication has been: Try it my way--if you're going to teach me. Or even: I have something more important to teach you than you have to teach me" (1995, p. 154 ).
Sedgwick's instruction continues as she mulls over her own interspecies teaching.
Whenever I want my cat to look at something instructive--a full moon, say, or a photograph of herself--a predictable choreography ensues. I point at the thing I want her to look at, and she, roused to curiosity, fixes her attention on the tip of my extended index fingers and begins to explore it with delicate sniffs. Every time this scene of failed pedagogy gets enacted (and it's frequent, because I am no better at learning not to point than my cat is at learning not to sniff) the two of us are caught in a pedagogical problematic. . . . (1995, p. 168) One of my own case studies I've mulled over presented a similar "pedagogical problematic," which was also somewhat like Marshall's second example about his careful staging of a course sequence on Marx. I was teaching a the first semester of "World Masterworks," the only 2000-level general education course that fit my student Ben's schedule. The reading included the graphic medieval text "The Dream of the Rood," in which a cross, dripping gouts of human blood, tells us about having been the cross for Christ's crucifixion. Sporting a pony tail long after hippies were common, and a pierced ear long before men's earrings were, Ben had taken several years off before deciding upon college. After we read "The Dream of the Rood,"
Ben came to see me, angry, disturbed, and repulsed by the "disgusting" poem, and questioning why we should have to read such a "gross" text at a state university. I passionately lectured (the correct verb) him about the need to hear other voices, know other eras, respect other beliefs. Ben sceptically agreed with the point, but said he still loathed "Dream."
A year later, a now more traditional-looking Ben came to visit again. He told me that my class was the best he'd ever had--and I sat up a bit straighter in my chair. He explained that because of it and me, his whole life had changed--and I beamed and sat straighter still. Then he handed me a brochure for the Christian fundamentalist church he had joined and told me how proud he'd be if I'd go to a service so he could introduce me as the teacher who brought him to Jesus. My smile and my posture slipped.
During the 2007 panel at which I first presented this story, I laughed at myself and the overweening teacherly pride that underlies the anecdote--a laughter that, after all, was a hair's breadth from anger and shame, both at myself and him. As I think about the story yet again, www.fae.unicamp.br/etd DOSSIÊ however, I am more struck than ever by the "right" and "wrong" answers implicit in my account, the implicit performative utterance/enactment of "Shame on you! (And shame on me too)!" In my previous commentary, my own wounded narcissism was obvious, as well as my chagrined exasperation at what the student "failed" to learn and my astonishment at his purblind misprision.
Sedgwick's anecdote about lessons that don't "take" shed further light on this exchange. I suspect that, were Ben to hear my explanation of our learning together, he would conclude that he was fortunate because, while I kept insisting--constantively and performatively--that he could only learn the subject--and learn to be a subject--by looking at my finger, he found the moon.
Furthermore, converted or not, he might well want to point a different finger back at me as he exercised and exorcized his own anger and shame.
As I thought more about that anecdote, more about how I work at understanding my classes and my life, about teaching terminable and interminable, as well as about the binaries Sedgwick so adroitly places beside one another rather than beyond or beneath (8), I saw how quick I am to seek closure. I realized yet again how readily I, a feminist scholar and a narratologist, not only consistently reverse the ascendant pole of a binary while triumphantly thinking that I've evaded it, but also how readily I create causative narratives and closure rather than resting in indeterminacy by creating the "pleasurable" teaching stories I was at first thinking about for this panel.
***************************** learning how to speak is good. We can also see a good story line in the reverse direction, however: we deafen ourselves with our own endless chatter and must learn to listen. Speech is bad, then; learning silence is good. The latter conclusion is powerfully illustrated through a request by Sedgwick's friend, Michael Lynch, that there be no music during the arrival of guests at his funeral: "I like such awkward silences, though many resist them, especially in my classes.
But a lot goes on during them" (1995, p. 33).
Speech and silence aren't the ostensible binary upon which I'm going to focus , though, important as it is. My focus is going to be on the last set: the interest/desire not to know pairing that so often recoils into contempt and disgust or unfurls into acceptance and working through. I want to avoid those narratives, however. I'm trying not to point at the moon for the reader (or the student) but instead to posit spaces and times of liminality and non-movement, as instances of what Sedgwick intriguingly calls "textured feeling," although she doesn't address this particular configuration. "Texture, in short, comprises an array of perceptual data that includes repetition, but whose degree of organization hovers just below the level of shape or structure" (p. 16).
Teaching moments of seeming stasis, poised in indeterminacy, resting in potentiality, are my near- what that meant to her. She talked about how difficult it was to know that she would lose family and friends were this ever discovered, and how the task of concealment would be even more difficult in the decades ahead. Concluding that "I'm not really a feminist because I feel that nothing in my life is 'unfair' or need to be improved," Hadley states that she's a Republican and that "it has never been an issue to demand equality or have to fight about anything other than taxes. . . . I'm happy, that is the key to success."
At least seven of her journals since then have developed the same issue: life in the closet. Hadley talks about steady relationships, and some pleasure in the very concealment, such as putting together a PowerPoint presentation in high school to persuade her parents to send her to a study abroad program that her lover would be participating in. I've given her information on campus groups, suggested readings in addition to those in the class, and offered contact information to teachers and students who'd be glad to speak with her, as well as, again providing referrals to Student Health. She thanks me for the suggestions, but pretty much responds like Amelia, saying that she's content figuratively sitting where she is right now. I suspect that this student has recognition, and is garnering the knowledge to support that recognition; Amelia had knowledge but was just beginning the process of recognition.
Both students seem to abide, seemingly with relative ease, in the eye of the storm, (1995, p. 160) . "Ever generous, ever seeking a "mode of teaching" and of thinking that "could nurture the individual fates as well as the common needs of those receiving it" (1995, p. 162), Sedgwick has opened the door of the classroom, as well as many others, to the generations of teachers and students who will follow her.
